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Approaches to the Atonement in the Mystery Plays
Adam C. Wolfe
Western Michigan University
The English Corpus Christi plays were a vibrant expression of late medieval
Christianity, but they did not survive the Reformation. Many Protestant reformers
opposed religious drama altogether, but there were some attempts by reformers to
edit the plays and recast them in a Protestant mold, attempts which were ultimately
unsuccessful. This paper examines one such attempt and finds that the problem
went far beyond obvious references to, and representations of, specifically Catholic
beliefs. Focusing on representations of the Atonement in the York and Towneley
plays, I found at least four distinct theological approaches to this central concept
of Christian theology, approaches not only found side by side, but interwoven.
This theological eclecticism may have increased the plays’ didactic effectiveness,
appealing to a diverse audience, but it also sealed their fate at a time of intense
focus on doctrinal orthodoxy.

In 1568, the town council of York sent the text of their Creed

play to Matthew Hutton, Dean of York Cathedral, asking him for
revisions to satisfy the the Elizabethan reform of the church.1 Each
year, the council would deliberate whether it would hold such a play,
either Corpus Christi, Creed, or Paternoster.2 The text of the play
York’s council sent does not survive, but in a letter, Dean Hutton
expressed his conclusion that there was no way to revise the play
that would allow it to be performed. Offensive elements would
be near-impossible to root out: “yf they shuld either be altogether
cancelled, or altered into other matter, the whole drift of the play
should be altered, and therefore I dare not put my pen to it.” 3 The
town council decided not only to cancel the Creed play, but to not
1 Clifford Davidson, Festivals and Plays in Late Medieval Britain (Burlington, VA: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2007), 143.
2 Richard Beadle, “The York cycle,” in Beadle, The Cambridge Companion to Medieval
English Theatre, 93.
3 Alexandra F. Johnston and Margaret Rogerson, eds., Records of Early English Drama
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979), 353-4.
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stage any play at all. The following year, the year of the Northern
Rebellion, Dean Hutton, now acting as administrator of the diocese
during an archiepiscopal vacancy, suppressed the Corpus Christi
play, as well.4
The injunction was meant to be taken seriously in the
archdiocese. In 1575 the Lord Mayor of Chester was summoned to
London to answer for allowing the “popish plaies of Chester to be
playd” in spite of the injunction from the archdiocese of York. In
1576, the attack on Corpus Christi plays was repeated in Wakefield,
thought to be the performance location of the Towneley mystery
plays. For Wakefield an ecclesiastical commission named a list of
prohibited dramatic depictions: “God the Father, God the Son, or
God the Holy Ghost, or the administration of either the Sacrament of
baptism or of the Lord’s Supper . . . or anything which [would lead]
to the maintenance of superstition and idolatry” and anything else
running afoul of laws civil and divine. The list was so encompassing,
and at the same time so vague, that it effectively ruled out any Corpus
Christi play.5
It would be simple enough to attribute the demise of such
plays during the English Reformation to their obvious references
to Catholic beliefs, such as the seven sacraments.6 Nevertheless,
Dean Hutton’s frustrated attempt to revise the play in accord with
Reformed theology suggest that the problem was more involved
than expurgating the occasional offensive passage, or even removing
4 Davidson, Festivals and Plays, 143.
5 Glynne Wickham, Early English Stages, v. 1 (New York: Columbia UP, 1959), 115-16;
Peter Meredith, “The Towneley Pageants,” in Beadle and Fletcher, The Cambridge Guide
to Medieval English Theatre, 162; James H. Forse, “Pleasing the Queen but Preserving
Our Past: Cheshire and Lincolnshire Attempt to Continue Their Cycle Plays and Satisfy
Elizabeth’s Injunctions.” Popular Culture Review, 18 (2007), 105; Lawrence M. Clopper, ed., Records of Early English Drama. Chester (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1979), 97, 104, 109.
6 There is, for instance, evidence in the Towneley manuscript of an attempt to revise the
John the Baptist play by deleting a reference to the seven sacraments. Meridith, “The
Towneley Pageants,” 162. Authorities in Chester also sought to revise their cycle by purging “popish” plays and references. See Forse, “Pleasing the Queen,” 104-05.
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individual plays from the York mystery play cycle, such as The
Assumption of the Virgin or The Coronation of the Virgin. Rather,
objections by reformers from the Lollards to Luther suggest that it
was the mystery plays’ theological eclecticism that ultimately sealed
their doom at a time when points of doctrine had become the focal
point of civil war and religious persecution.
A focus on presentations of the Atonement in the York and
Towneley mystery plays sheds light on the problem. Here, in the
Crucifixion and Harrowing of Hell plays, one can detect every
major theological explanation of the Atonement, side by side, and
combined in so ingenious a manner it would resist any reformer’s
attempt to impose theological uniformity. And yet it is this plurality
of theological approaches that probably would have broadened the
appeal of the plays and increased their didactic effectiveness.
Atonement as Ransom

The mystery plays abound in explanations of the Atonement as
an act of ransom. In the Towneley plays, thought to be from the
mid-sixteenth century,7 Christ, nailed to the cross, explains to the
audience the significance of this act:
Gyltles thus am I put to pyne [suffering],
Not for [my] mys, man, bot for thyne;
Thus am I rent on rode,
For I that tresoure wold not tyne [lose],
That I markyd and made for myne;
Thus by [buy] I Adam blode….
Bot with my flesh and blode…
My brethere that I com for to by…8

In the same play, John tells Mary at the foot of the cross of
Christ “with his dede raunsom to make.”9 In the York Crucifixion
7 Individual plays, however, seem to have been staged earlier, and there is clear borrowing
from the York plays. Meridith, “The Towneley Pageants,” 155-6.
8 Martin Stevens and A. C. Cawley, ed., The Towneley Plays (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 295-6 (23.276-86). Play number and lines hereafter given in parentheses.
All bracketed words translating Middle English come from the glossary of this edition.
9 Steven and Cawley, The Towneley Plays, 298 (23.360).
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play, probably from 1422,10 Christ addresses his Father:
Almyghty God, my fadir free,
Þou bade þat I schulde buxsome [obedient] be
For Adam plight for to be pyned [tormented].
Here to dede I obblisshe [pledge] me
For þat synne for to saue mankynde.11
In the York Death of Christ play, Christ explains the significance of
his death to Pilate:
For thy misse [sin] amendis will I make.
My bake for to bende here I bide,
Þis teene [affliction] for this trespase I take.12
The idea of a universal ransom is one of the oldest approaches
to the Atonement, stemming from the idea of spiritual jurisdiction:
through the trickery of the devil, humanity had become his subjects,
slaves to sin. Christ, however, was free of sin; therefore the devil
stepped outside his jurisdiction when Christ was crucified. In
punishing the innocent, the devil lost jurisdiction over humanity, and
Christ could rightfully assume this jurisdiction and restore humanity
to its original state. This approach preserved the immutability of
God, “which would be compromised if the ransoming death of
Christ were thought of as changing God’s mind or as appeasing his
bloodthirsty demand for revenge.”13
Richard Southern has pointed out the paramount role of justice
in this approach, a popular one in the medieval era. It satisfied the
need for justice in the universe, and it emphasized Christ’s authority
“to lay down laws for those whom he would redeem. Further, it
10 Beadle, “The York cycle,” 100.
11 Richard Beadle, ed., The York Plays (London: Edward Arnold (Publishers) Ltd, 1982),
316 (35.49-54). All bracketed words translating Middle English come from the glossary
of this edition.
12 Beadle, The York Plays, 326 (36.122-24).
13 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine,
vol. 3, The Growth of Medieval Theology (600-1300) (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1978), 138.
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recognized the cosmic scale of Man’s fall: he had fallen, after all,
to the greatest enemy of God, and the recognition of the Devil’s
ensuing rights gave a certain dignity to the sinner, if not to sin.”14
The York Harrowing of Hell play, which the Towneley text
follows closely, provides support for the idea of the Atonement
as a legal transaction. When Christ confronts the devil, the latter
objects—“Nowe sen þe liste allege þe lawes” [Now since it pleases
you to set forth the laws]—and argues that those in Hell deserve
to be there.15 At the end of much legal disputation, replete with
references to precedent, Satan requests that at least some souls be
left in Hell, and Christ grants him those who break the new law:
“And all þat liste noght to lere [learn] my lawe/ Þat I haue lefte in
lande nowe newe.”16
It would appear, then, that there is ample justification for the
judgment of Theodore K. Lerud that the mystery plays are dominated
by legalistic notions of a ransom-price and satisfaction for sins.17 Yet
alongside ransom theory, other approaches to the Atonement clamor
for the attention of the listener, and this may have been deliberate.
Not all audience-members may have been able to follow the nuances
of Christ’s legal case.
A Divine Deception?

Some medieval and modern theologians have pointed out that
in ransom theory, God only appears to pay the debt, implying an
element of deception. The devil, unaware of Christ’s true nature
until it was too late, “thinks he is a mere man and hence legally his
prey. Christ, who is without guilt, thus is able to offer himself as
14 R. W. Southern, Saint Anselm: A Portrait in a Landscape (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 208.
15 Beadle, The York Plays, 340 (37.277).
16 Beadle, The York Plays, 341 (37.313-14).
17 Theodore K. Lerud, Social and Political Dimensions of the English Corpus Christi
Drama (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1988), 50.
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a ransom for those who have waited in Limbo.”18 Some patristic
writers, such as Gregory of Nyssa and Isidore of Seville, subscribed
to this interpretation. Inspired by the image from Job 41:1 of
Leviathan caught on a hook, Peter Damian and other medieval
theologians agreed.19
Gustaf Aulén, the Swedish theologian, insisted that
deception-language in the patristic writers was merely symbolic;
hence, the legal bent of their writings. “The essential idea which
the legal language is intended to express is that God’s dealings even
with the powers of evil have the character of ‘fair play.’”20 Yet the
presence of deception in the mystery plays is undeniable, and one
wonders how the audience could not help but take it for literal truth.
At their confrontation in the York Harrowing of Hell, Satan fails to
recognize Christ:
Satan:
Thy fadir knewe I wele be sight,
He was a write [carpenter] his mette [food] to 		
wynne,
And Marie me menys [I recall] þi modir hight—
Þe vttiremeste [furthest] ende of all þi kynne.
Who made þe be so mekill [great] of might?
Christ:

Þou wikid feende, latte be thy dyne [din].
Mi fadir wonnys [dwells] in heuen on hight,
With blisse þat schall neuere blynne [end].
I am his awne sone,
His forward [promise] to fulfille,
And same [together] ay schall we wonne [win]
And sunder whan [whom] we woll.21

Lest one think that the devil is merely taunting the Son of
God, Christ reveals that deception had been an integral part of God’s
plan from the beginning:
18 Clifford Davidson, From Creation to Doom: The York Cycle of Mystery Plays (New
York: AMS Press, Inc., 1984), 140.
19 Pelikan, Medieval Theology, 134-5.
20 Gustaf Aulén, Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea
of the Atonement, trans. A. G. Herbert (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1956), 54.
21 Beadle, The York Plays, 339 (37.229-40).
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Satan:

Christ:

God sonne? Þanne schulde þou be ful gladde,
Aftir no catel [goods] neyd thowe crave!
But þou has leued [lived] ay like a ladde [low-born
person],
And in sorowe as a symple knave.
Þat was for hartely loue [heartfelt love] I hadde
Vnto mannis soule, it for to saue;
And for to make þe mased [bewildered] and madde,
And by þat resoune þus dewly to haue
Mi Godhede here, I hidde
In Marie modir myne,
For it schulde no3t be kidde [should not be known]
To þe nor to none of thyne.22

To be sure, one finds echoes of deception-language even in
Martin Luther, who wrote in his commentary on Galatians: “Nor did
humanity conquer sin and death; but the hook that was concealed
under the worm, at which the devil struck, conquered and devoured
the devil, who was attempting to devour the worm.”23 For Luther,
however, this was an analogy that illustrated his teaching on the
hidden God, a theological nuance likely to be lost in a play such
as the Harrowing of Hell. One would be hard-pressed to interpret
this scene as simple allegory. It is the climax of the battle for the
souls of fallen humanity and the point at which the true work of the
Atonement is revealed to the devil.
Aulén objected strongly to any idea of the devil being
deceived, claiming that “the application of any such thought to God
is at least dangerous, and that the realistic expressions of it, if taken
literally, are absurd.”24 Yet the York and Towneley Harrowing of
Hell plays are exactly that: realistic depictions of the devil being
deceived by God, explained by Christ himself. Some medieval
theologians, however, objected not only to deception-talk but even
to the implications of ransom theory.
22 Beadle, The York Plays, 339 (37.241-52). Italics mine.
23 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works (Lectures on Galatians, 1535, Chapters 1-4 (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1962), 267.
24 Aulén, Christus Victor, 55.

Quidditas 33 (2012) 104

Atonement as Satisfaction

In Why God Became Man, Anselm criticized the implications of
ransom theory. If the devil is completely under God’s power, he
reasoned, deception is unnecessary, and one cannot speak of justice
with the devil as one party to the agreement:
…Neither the devil nor man belongs to anyone but God….
What action did God need to take with… someone who was
his own, apart from punishing this bondslave [servus] of his
who had persuaded his fellow-bondslave to desert his master
and come over to join him…?25

Although humanity deserved to be punished, Satan had no
right to be the one to do it, since he was “impelled by the force of
malice.”26 For Anselm, sin had created a distance between God and
man that had little to do with the devil, and this distance could only
be bridged by one both God and man, namely, Christ.
For all the legal disputation between Christ and the devil in
the York and Towneley Harrowing of Hell plays, the sense of God’s
sovereignty over, not against, the devil is never entirely absent. After
revealing his identity, Christ tells the devil that the souls in Hell were
never truly the devil’s at all: “Þai [They] were here with my wille,/
And so schall þei fourthe wende.”27 In the Towneley play, the devil
accuses Christ of being unkind and begs for clemency, but Christ
addresses him in a manner evoking Anselm’s lord and his servus:
Nay, tratur, thou shall won in wo [live in woe],
And till a stake I shall the bynde.28
This was a fitting reply to one who, in the Creation play that
opened the cycle, had dared to sit on God’s throne, and whom God
had cursed for leading mankind astray. One modern commentator
25 Anselm of Canterbury, The Major Works (New York: Oxford UP, 1998), 272.
26 Anselm, The Major Works, 273.
27 Beadle, The York Plays, 341 (37.297-8).
28 Stevens and Cawley, The Towneley Plays, 332 (25.327-8).

Quidditas 33 (2012) 105

has argued that Anselm’s theological influence is unmistakable in
the Towneley Creation play’s depiction of the angels’ fall,29 and
it appears that his satisfaction theory of the Atonement was also
an influence. The strongest element, however, may have been an
approach better to dramatic depiction.
Christus Victor

A common motif in medieval imagery was of the Cross as banner:

Christ’s death on the cross was battle ending in the ultimate victory
over the powers of evil.30 It is this victory that brought about “a new
relation, a relation of reconciliation, between God and the world.”31
Represented poetically in The Dream of the Rood and hymns dating
back to the sixth century, this approach envisions Christ as a warrior
going into battle and triumphing over the powers of sin and death.32
Even though this victory was won on the cross, the idea of
Christ as warrior helped to explain, theologically, Paul’s letter to the
Ephesians, which spoke of Christ descending into the lower regions
of the earth (Eph. 4:9), as well as the Apostles’ Creed (“He descended
into hell”). Medieval theologians developed this into the idea of a
harrowing, a divine assault on the underworld that freed all those
unjustly held, before the Crucifixion, in the chains of Limbo.33
In the Harrowing of Hell play, the audience would witness
that battle. Satan, his lieutenant Beelzebub, and the entire satanic
host, must “spar the yates” [gates] and “set the watches on the wall”
as Christ leads an angelic army against the citadel of Hell.34 The
Son of Man demands entry, quoting Psalm 24:
29 Thomas J. Jambeck. “Anselm and the Fall of Lucifer in the Wakefield Creation Play,”
in Faith Seeking Understanding: Learning and the Catholic Tradition: Selected Papers
from the Symposium and Convocation Celebrating the Saint Anselm College Centennial,
ed. George C. Berthold (Manchester, NH: Saint Anselm College Press, 1991), 117-26.
30 Pelikan, Medieval Theology, 132.
31 Aulén, Christus Victor, 5.
32 Pelikan, Medieval Theology, 132-3.
33 Pelikan, Medieval Theology, 154; Clifford, From Creation to Doom, 137-8. Those
who make an appearance in the plays include Adam, Eve, Moses, David, Isaiah, Daneil,
Simeon, and John the Baptist.
34 Stevens and Cawley, The Towneley Plays, 327 (25.125, 126); nearly identical to Beadle, The York Plays 337 (37.139, 140).
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Attolite portas, principles,
Oppen vppe, 3e princes of paynes sere,
Et elavamini eternales,
Youre yendles 3atis [gates] þat 3e haue here.35
The battle in the Harrowing of Hell is not short by any
means, and one can almost see the action as field reports come in.
Beelzebub orders an underling to summon his demonic lords “to
giffe þer counsaille in þis case.” Later, another demon exclaims,
“Beholdes, oure baill is brokynne,/ And brosten are alle oure bandis
of bras,” as Limbo is lost.36 In the York play, David triumphantly
announces Christ in knightly terms:
Satan:
What page is þere þat makes prees [commotion]
		
And callis hym kyng of vs in fere [all together]?
David:
I lered leuand, withouten lees [truly],
		
He is a kyng of vertues clere,
		
A lorde mekill of might
		
And stronge in ilke a stoure [each battle]
		
In batailes ferse [fierce] to fight
		
And worthy to wynne honnoure.37
This is clearly Christus Victor, and while the battle rages,
Christ is interested in the sword, not the law. “In this battle… Christ
is a knight whose cross may be thought of as his palfrey and whose
goal is to release man’s soul from bondage to Death.”38
In discussing the descent into Hell in his Institutes, John
Calvin admitted that “there is no one of the fathers who does not
mention [it] in his writings,” but this was only to be understood as
Christ’s suffering on the Cross. Calvin argued that the descent into
Hell, “although it is repeated by great authors, and even today is
35 Beadle, The York Plays, 336 (37.121-24); see also Stevens and Cawley, The Towneley
Plays 326 (25.120).
36 Beadle, The York Plays, 336 (37.114); 338 (37.195-6).
37 Beadle, The York Plays 336 (37.125-32). A similar announcement is put in Daniel’s
mouth in the Towneley play. Steves and Cawley, The Towneley Plays, 327 (37.133-36).
38 Davidson, From Creation to Doom, 139.
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earnestly defended as true by many persons, still is nothing but a
story. It is childish to enclose the souls of the dead in a prison. What
need, then, for Christ’s soul to go down there to release them?”39
When Calvinist reformers objected to various “absurdities” in the
Chester mystery plays in 1572, the entire harrowing of Hell came
under fire, alongside such elements as transubstantiation, Purgatory,
and the adoration of the Magi.40 Chester’s last performance of the
plays came in 1575.41
Martin Luther, on the other hand, accepted the idea of a
spiritual descent and devoted a sermon to discussing it. Noting that
children were acting out the harrowing during Easter, Luther tacitly
approved, provided “you depict, act out, sing, and recite the story in
a very simple way and let it remain at that and not concern yourself
with sublime and precise ideas about how it actually took place.
For it did not happen in a physical manner.”42 The descent into
Hell was a mystery beyond human understanding, and grasping it
might require poetic imagery of a harrowing in which the gates of
Hell were broken.43 Beyond that, however, the Christian should not
go, lest he become lost in “complicated, useless questions,” and by
no means should he assert “that it happened physically, with a great
display of splendor or with wooden placards and cloth banners, or
that hell is a building made of wood or iron.”44 To do otherwise
would earn mockery from the enemies of the faith and their “rotting
wisdom.”45
39 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1, ed. John T. McNeill (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 513, 514.
40 David Mills, “‘Some Precise Cittizins’: Puritan Objections to Chester’s Plays,” Leeds
Studies in English, n.s. 29 (1998): 225-30.
41 Davidson, Festivals and Plays, 50.
42 Martin Luther, “Torgau Sermon on Christ’s Descent into Hell and the Resurrection,”
tr. Robert Kolb, in Robert Kolb and James A. Nestingen, Sources and Contexts of the Book
of Concord (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 246.
43 Luther, “Torgau Sermon,” 249, 247.
44 Luther, “Torgau Sermon,” 248, 247.
45 Luther, “Torgau Sermon,” 249.
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Luther’s reservations do not leave much room for the
harrowing in the mystery plays, with their explosions, furnaces,
and spring-loaded gates, or for the demon’s complaint, recalling
Psalm 107, “Brosten are alle oure bandis of bras.” 46 Might some in
the audience of the Harrowing of Hell have taken it literally? The
extent to which they did so must remain conjectural, but the power
of the imagery in mystery plays was what reformers feared. The
Lollards worried that that the rich raiment of biblical plays might
“cause people to wrongly associate Christ and his apostles with
wealth and to forget that they lived in poverty.”47 What Calvin saw
as mere analogy or “story” and what Luther saw as symbolic could
have been taken at face value by some members of the audience;
hence Luther’s concern that Christians not be criticized for their
simplicity, for “the world still wants to be smart in the devil’s
name.”48 The difficulty of gauging what a person understood by an
image, as opposed to the merely spoken word, was at the heart of the
difficulty in revising the mystery plays to suit Reformation thinking.
And yet there remains one more layer of theological accretions in
the mystery plays’ representations of the Atonement.
The Atonement as Moral Example

In another approach to the Atonement, the elements of Christ as

victorious warrior, of the Crucifixion as a deception of the devil,
or even of retributive justice were all absent or downplayed. To
Abelard, the Passion was a means for God “to reveal his love to us or
to convince us how much we ought to love him ‘who spared not even
his own Son’ for us.”49 Christ is the ideal Man, and through his life
and death, Aulén explains, God “sees a new and more hopeful view
of humanity” and “therefore reconciles Himself with mankind.”50
46 Beadle, The York Plays, 338 (37.195-6). Psalm 107:16: “For he shatters the doors of
bronze, and cuts in two the bars of iron.” (NRSV)
47 Lerud, Social and Political Dimensions, 30.
48 Luther, “Torgau Sermon,” 248.
49 Qtd. in Pelikan, Medieval Theology, 129.
50 Aulén, Christus Victor, 137, 142, 141.
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This approach would pick up steam after the Enlightenment with
theologians like Friedrich Schleiermacher.51
The Towneley Resurrection play, while continuing the idea
of Christ buying humanity through his sacrifice, contains echoes of
this idea of moral influence, as when Jesus recounts his wounds and
then says:
All thise paynes wold I thole efte [suffer again]
And for the dy;
Here may thou se
That I luf the,
Man, faythfully….
If thou thy lyfe in syn haue led,
Mercy to ask be not adred;
The leste drope I for the bled
Myght clens the soyn [straightaway],
All the syn
The warld [world] within
If thou had done….
But luf [love] noght els, aske I of the,
And that thou fownde[try] fast [earnestly] syn to fle;
Pyne [take pains] the to lyf in charyté,
Both nyght and day,
Then in my blys
That neuer shall mys [fail]
Thou shall dwell ay [always].52
Here, God requires not retribution or satisfaction for sin; He
asks for “nought else” but love and acts of charity. The Atonement
marks a change in the spiritual life of humanity, a deepening of the
soul’s consciousness of God and His love.53
51 Aulén, Christus Victor, 139.
52 Beadle, The York Plays, 344-5 (26.299-338).
53 Aulén, Christus Victor, 136.
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Late medieval Christianity in general became more focused
on Christ’s suffering, and the performers of the plays found ways to
depict that suffering in visually arresting ways, including concealing
a bladder of blood in the costume so that when Christ’s side was
pierced by the spear, blood would run down.54 Clifford Davidson
notes that “the plays absorb the affective religiosity of the time that
depended so much on visualizing the suffering of the Savior, in part
surely as a way of diminishing one’s own suffering and anxiety.”55
While the vicarious nature of Christ’s suffering in the plays is
apparent, and “such imaginative and compassionate participation in
the long-ago events of the Passion could paradoxically be of great
comfort and ultimately of joy,” one can oversimplify the matter.56
In this emphasis on Christ as moral exemplar, humanity is no longer
the passive subject of a cosmic war or ransom but is called by
Christ, in Remigius of Auxerre’s words, to “follow in the footsteps
of his passion.”57 As Christ proclaims to the audience in the Last
Judgment play:
Man, sore aught þe for to quake,
Þis dredfull day þis sight to see,
All þis I suffered for þi sake—
Say, man, what suffered þou for me?58
A stronger, even more subjective sense of Christ’s suffering
did not necessarily lead to comfort and joy.
The Lollards, criticizing plays performed by friars that
depicted the Passion, warned that images had the power to lead
54 Davidson, Festivals and Plays, 159.
55 Davidson, Festivals and Plays, 146.
56 Davidson, Festivals and Plays, 167.
57 Qtd. in Pelikan, Medieval Theology, 127.
58 Beadle, The York Plays, 413 (47.273-6).
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the beholder to place an undue emphasis on Christ’s humanity.59
Worse, the vicarious suffering of the audience member might come
to be seen as meritorious; hence, the subjective or moral influence
approach could be the most dangerous.
In a late-fourteenth century Lollard tract targeting “miraclis
pleyinge,” which would have included the mystery plays, the author
voiced the concern that people paid more attention to such plays
than to the preaching of the word of God, “and therfore thei seyen
that siche pleyinge doith more good than the word of God whanne
it is prechid to the puple.”60 In fact, one modern commentator has
argued that the mystery plays may have been instituted, at least in
part, in order to counter Lollardy.61
An Attempt to Revise?

Dean Hutton’s task in 1568 was clearly not enviable. In looking

over the text of the York Creed play, he perceived that more was at
stake than obvious references to Catholic teachings:
…And as I finde manie thinges that I muche like because
thantiquitie, so see I manie thinges, that I cannot allowe,
because they be Disagreinge from the sinceritie of the
gospel, the which thinges, yf they shuld either be altogether
cancelled, or altered into other matter, the whole drift of the
play should be altered, and therefore I dare not put my pen to
it….suerlie mine advise shuld ne, that it shuld not be plaid[,]
ffor thoghe it was plausible 40 yeares agoe, & wold now also
of the ignorant sort be well liked; yet now in this happie time
of the gospell, I knowe the learned will mislike it and how
the state will heare with it I knowe not.62
59 Lerud, Social and Political Dimensions, 26, 30; Lauren Lepow. Enacting the Sacrament: Counter-Lollardy in the Towneley Cycle (London: Associated University Presses,
1990), 26; see also, D. Thomas Hanks, Jr., “Quike bookis”: the Corpus Christi drama and
English children in the Middle Ages,” in Popular Culture in the Middle Ages, ed. Josie P.
Campbell (Bowling Green: Bowling Green State Univeristy Popular Press, 1986).
60 Qtd. in Lepow, Enacting the Sacrament, 27.
61 This is the argument of Lauren Lepow’s book Enacting the Sacrament.
62 Johnston and Rogerson, Records of Early English Drama, 353-4.
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Dean Hutton possessed a keen sense of the volatility of the
political situation: staging controversial plays might precipitate
violence as well as state censure. Hutton, who would later become
archbishop himself, also had a sense of the power of drama to convey
theological concepts. As Davidson points out, his remarks “are
indicative of drama that had audience appeal beyond what could
be delivered by a didactic presentation of doctrine alone.”63 The
“ignorant sort,” the unlettered masses, would like it, and even Dean
Hutton admits his approval for “manie things,” but revising the play
in line with Reformation religiosity would prove insurmountable.
To strike out certain passages and change others would eventually
change “the whole drift of the play.” Behind Dean Hutton’s
reluctance to make just such an overhaul, one might detect a concern
that the performance itself might be more difficult to rein in than the
text, “and therefore I dare not put my pen to it.” Better that it not
be played at all, as indeed it was not, the script itself disappearing
soon after.64
To understand the concerns of reformers such as Dean
Hutton requires going beyond the surface doctrines of the mystery
plays, to understand the ways in which “the whole drift of the play”
would have to be changed. Revision could not guarantee that the
individual viewer would distinguish properly between reality,
symbol, and analogy. And if the audience could see the Atonement
depicted or explained in so many different ways within the same
play, the prospects for less central aspects of Christian theology did
not look good.
One could try to escape this problem by arguing that these
approaches to the Atonement were but superficially exclusive, more
of a concern to churchmen versed in theological nuance than to the
layman. But these various representations of Christ’s death on the
63 Davidson, Festivals and Plays, 104.
64 Although the content of the Creed play, remains in the realm of speculation, it appears
to have been much lengthier than its name suggests, perhaps two-thirds the length of the
entire Corpus Christi cycle, from Creation to Doom. It play may have ended with the Assumption and Coronation of Mary. See Davidson, Festivals and Plays, 92-105.
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Cross imply quite different things about God: a God who demands
propitiation, a sacrifice beyond human capacity to satisfy, seems
quite different from a God who responds to the subjective change in
the human heart. A God who scrupulously attends to the rules of fair
play, even when dealing with the devil, seems quite different from
a God who re-captures humanity through a cosmic act of deception.
One can see why would-be revisionists despaired of their task.
The question remains, then, what we are to make of such a
rough-edged eclecticism of theological approaches to the Atonement.
Did it represent a theologically confused mind in the “Wakefield
Master” or the “York Realist,” the unknown authors of these plays?
Perhaps, although that does not explain why, after 150 years, virtually
the same play was pressed into service to serve Wakefield’s need for
a Harrowing of Hell. Nor does it do justice to the artfulness of the
plays: these men knew what they were about.
The most likely explanation for the theological eclecticism of
the mystery plays is that it increased the plays’ didactic effectiveness.
If the plays were too Catholic, it was also the case that they were
too catholic, or universal. Multiple approaches to the Atonement
perhaps satisfied the need for a total victory of Christ. The Son of
God must have the most just and legally sound case ever conceived,
but He and his angelic army must also be able to trounce the demonic
forces in knightly combat. The devil’s cunning must be undone by
a divine cunning capable of pulling off a deception on a cosmic
scale, but it must be love, above all, that leads to Christ’s victory.
Late medieval expressions of lay piety found ready reflection in the
plays, while those viewers more in tune with “antiquity,” as Dean
Hutton put it, could find something in the plays which resonated
with them. The merchant in the audience might easily follow the
legal wrangling and scrupulous concern for fairness; the young man
could find a Christ “worthy to win honor,” storming Hell; while
those of a more gentle nature could identify easily with the One who
asked “nought else but love.”
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By the end of the play cycle, Christ has beaten the devil in
every possible way: he has overcome him through force, bested
him in legal argument, deceived the great deceiver through superior
cunning, and revealed that at no point did Satan ever leave the allsovereign power of God in Christ. There was a unity here that may
escape us today, but which evidently had the power to move the
audience. To pick it apart and label each component helps us to
grasp the immensity of the task faced by the likes of Dean Hutton,
but it does not necessarily help to understand a popular tradition that
consistently defies categorization. The mystery plays represent a
vibrant religious tradition that gave life to Christian ideas and shaped
them, a tradtion, however, that could not and would not survive the
“happie time of the gospell.”
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